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By  W.  C.  Davis,  Senior  marketing  specialist,  Division  of  Livestock,  Meats,  and 
Wool,  Bureau  of  Agricultural  Economics 

Under  the  Government  beef  grading  and  stamping  service  car- 
casses and  wholesale  cuts  of  beef  are  now  stamped  by  class  and  grade 
names  in  such  a  way  that  the  names  will  appear  on  practically  all  of 
the  retail  cuts.  The  stamping  is  done  with  a  harmless  vegetable 
compound  which  usually  disappears  during  the  cooking  of  the  meats. 
The  service  is  available  in  33  large  wholesale-market  centers,  and 
as  dealers  everywhere  can  order  from  these  centers  the  distribution 
of  this  stamped  beef  is  very  wide.  The  quantity  of  beef  so  stamped 
increases  every  year. 

How  Beef  Grading  and  Stamping  Are  Done 

The  official  graders,  stationed  in  the  various  wholesale  centers,  are 
subject  to  call,  every  weekday,  by  packers,  wholesalers,  retailers,  and 
others,  located  in  the  center.  The  time  required  to  do  the  grading 
and  stamping  is  paid  for  by  the  person  or  firm  requesting  the 
service  at  the  rate  of  $2  an  hour  for  the  grader's  time. 

Under  favorable  conditions  one  grader  can  grade  more  than  50 
carcasses  in  an  hour.  The  cost  varies  at  different  points  in  propor- 
tion to  the  number  of  carcasses  offered  for  grading  and  stamping. 
The  minimum  charge  for  service  is  $1.  In  plants  in  which  requests 
for  grading  are  confined  to  receipt  of  orders  for  graded  beef  and 
only  relatively  small  quantities  are  graded,  the  cost  is  greater. 

To  label  the  beef  the  stamp  is  applied  to  the  carcass  by  the  grader, 
or  by  an  employee  of  the  plant  under  the  immediate  supervision 
of  the  official  grader.  The  use  of  the  stamp  under  any  other  condi- 
tions is  prohibited.  When  carcasses  are  stamped,  the  roller  is  first 
applied  to  the  hind  shank,  and  by  a  continuous  rolling  motion  it  is 
carried  down  the  length  of  the  side  along  the  thick  part  of  the  back 
to  the  neck.  One  other  imprint  of  the  roller  is  made  on  the  thick 
part  of  the  forequarter,  from  the  thin  end  of  the  rib  to  the  fore  part 
of  the  shoulders.  Thus  the  presence  of  the  class  and  grade  marks 
on  all  the  chief  retail  cuts  is  insured.  Names  or  trade  marks  of 
packers  or  dealers  may  be  shown  in  conjunction  with  the  Govern- 
ment stamp. 

The  stamp  shows  both  the  class  or  kind  of  the  beef  and  its  grade 
(fig.  1) .  Thus  steer  beef  is  stamped  STEER,  followed  by  the  grade 
term ;  heifer  beef  is  stamped  HEIFER,  followed  by  the  grade  term ; 
cow  beef  is  stamped  COW,  followed  by  the  grade  term.  Yearling 
beef  may  bear  the  class  term  YEARLING  instead  of  either 
HEIFER  or  STEER. 

Benefits  of  the  Service 

Lack  of  uniformity  in  the  quality  or  grade  of  some  products  that 
are  marketed  under  grade  terms  has  destroyed  confidence  in  the 
terms    and   has   militated    against   the   success   of   many   otherwise 
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promising  concerns.  Dependable  consumer  demand  for  a  product 
rests  largely  upon  its  conformity  to  certain  generally  recognized 
standards  of  quality  and  the  adaptability  of  certain  qualities  to  par- 
ticular needs  of  consumers.  The  Government  grading  service  in- 
spires confidence  in  grade  terms  by  definitely  identifying  qualities. 
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Figure  1. — Government  graded  and  stamped  rib  roast  ready  for  the  consumer. 

To  Stockmen 

The  Government's  beef  grading  and  stamping  service  benefits 
stockmen  primarily  because  its  use  practically  insures  the  sale  of 
their  finished  product,  beef,  for  exactly  what  it  is.  Low-grade  beef 
cannot  be  substituted  for  beef  of  a  higher  grade,  nor  can  one  class 
be  substituted  for  another  when  the  class  and  grade  stamp  appears. 
In  proportion  as  stockmen  become  familiar  with  the  requirements  of 
the  various  grades  and  understand  the  relative  values  from  a  market 
standpoint,  they  should  be  in  a  position  to  lengthen  or  shorten  the 

88085°— 36 


4  LEAFLET    6  7,    U    S.    DEPARTMENT    OF    AGRICULTURE 

feeding  periods  according  to  what  the  immediate  situation  and  fu- 
ture prospects  seem  to  indicate  is  best. 

Cattlemen  are  dependent  largely  on  consumptive  demand  for  sat- 
isfactory returns  on  their  investment.  If  beef  consumption  is  stimu- 
lated through  more  quality-identified  buying  ,on  the  part  of  con- 
sumers, it  reacts  to  the  benefit  of  producers.  Dealers  have  reported 
increased  sales  when  handling  stamped  beef.  In  proportion  to  the 
extent  that  federally  stamped  meat  is  sold,  the  returns  to  producers 
should  be  more  satisfactory. 

To  Slaughterers 

The  Government's  beef  grading  and  stamping  service  benefits 
slaughterers  as  it  constitutes  a  check  on  the  grading  done  by  plant 
employees  and  inspires  confidence  in  the  service.  In  seasons  when 
the  higher  grades  are  relatively  scarce  and  the  demand  for  them  is 
heavy,  it  has  been  the  custom  of  many  packers  to  lower  their  re- 
quirements for  grades  and  temporarily  substitute  beef  somewhat 
lower  in  grade  for  that  requested.  Such  a  practice  tends  to  lessen 
confidence  and  so  works  to  the  disadvantage  of  the  shipper. 

As  the  Government  grading  is  done  by  an  impartial  agency  and 
according  to  standards  of  quality  which  do  not  change  from  season 
to  season,  practical  uniformity  is  achieved.  There  are  fewer  re- 
jections of  purchases  of  stamped  beef  arriving  in  distant  markets 
than  of  unstamped  beef  when  prices  decline  between  the  date  of 
purchase  and  date  of  arrival.  The  fact  of  uniform  quality  of  prod- 
uct, especially  if  indicated  by  a  label,  increases  confidence  in  pur- 
chases, tends  to  eliminate  dissatisfaction  and  complaints,  and  lessens 
the  need  for  arbitration  and  price  adjustments.  When  price  adjust- 
ments do  become  necessary,  Federal  grades  provide  a  definite  basis  for 
settlement.  In  all  these  respects  slaughterers  benefit  materially  from 
this  service. 

To  Wholesalers  and  Brokers 

The  Government's  beef  grading  and  stamping  service  benefits 
wholesalers  and  brokers,  as  it  lessens  sales  resistance  and  decreases 
the  effort  and  time  required  to  effect  sales.  The  class  and  grade 
stamp  on  the  beef  is  the  Government's  official  voucher  for  quality. 
Once  a  customer  understands  the  significance  of  the  grade  terms  and 
that  each  term  means  definitely  a  certain  degree  of  quality,  the  time 
consumed  in  buying  and  selling  is  reduced. 

Wholesalers  who  buy  carload  lots  or  less,  at -long  distances,  are 
assured  that  beef  bearing  the  Government's  stamp  for  the  grade 
specified  will  be  of  that  grade.  In  the  purchase  and  sale  of  beef, 
weight  is  an  important  factor  in  supplying  demand.  Therefore,  a 
statement  as  to  weights  should  accompany  the  order  by  grade.  If 
it  is  understood  by  the  buyer  and  seller  that  the  average  of  the 
grade  is  desired  under  normal  trading  conditions,  deliveries  should 
be  satisfactory  although  the  Federal  grading  system  makes  even 
more  definite  descriptions  possible. 

In  general,  wholesalers  and  brokers  benefit  by  the  purchase  and 
sale  of  Government  graded  and  stamped  beef  as  it  does  away  with 
the  dissatisfaction  caused  by  the  substitution  of  lower  grades  and 
decreases  or  eliminates  the  need  for  personal  examination  of  pur- 
chases, which  often  involves  considerable  time  and  expense. 
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To  Retailers 

The  Government's  beef  grading  and  stamping  service  benefits  re- 
tail meat  dealers  in  many  ways.  It  makes  them  more  sure  of  the 
quality  of  their  purchases.  It  tends  to  prevent  unethical  retailing 
practices  such  as  advertising  as  high-grade  meat  that  which  is  really 
low-grade.  Retailers  who  handle  Government  graded  and  stamped 
beef  are  able  to  place  orders  without  having  to  visit  packers'  coolers, 
as  the  trade  now  recognizes  that  the  quality  represented  by  any  offi- 
cial grade  name  is  always  uniform  within  practicable  limits.  This 
means  a  saving  of  time  and  expense  and  contributes  to  greater  effi- 
ciency in  operation. 

Furthermore,  constant  sale  of  Government  graded  and  stamped 
beef  by  retailers  has  materially  increased  consumer  confidence  and 
patronage  in  practically  every  instance  coming  to  our  attention. 
That  the  official  Federal  grade  stamp  on  beef  is  the  Government's 
certification  of  quality  is  becoming  generally  understood  throughout 
the  country.  Because  of  the  assurance  of  dependability  which  the 
stamp  carries,  fair  selling  prices  can  be  applied  to  federally  stamped 
meats. 

To  conduct  a  satisfactory  business  the  retailer  needs  the  confidence 
of  the  consuming  public.  In  this  respect  probably  nothing  helps 
quite  so  much  as  the  sale  of  products  that  bear  identifiable  Federal 
grade  stamps — marks  that  signify  dependable  quality.  It  raises  the 
standard  of  retail  meat  merchandising  in  general  and  increases  con- 
sumer confidence  in  dealers  and  in  the  products  they  sell. 

To  Clubs,  Hotels,  Restaurants,  Dining  Cars,  and  Other  Public  Eating  Places 

The  Government's  beef  grading  and  stamping  service  benefits  pub- 
lic eating  places  by  insuring  to  their  patrons  uniform  and  depend- 
able quality.  Serving  Government-stamped  beef  of  any  of  the 
higher  grades,  in  either  public  or  private  dining  rooms,  practically 
relieves  the  management  of  worry  about  dissatisfaction  and  com- 
j^laints  such  as  frequently  result  when  unsuitable  meats  are  served. 
Many  hotel  and  restaurant  operators  are  not  expert  judges  of  un- 
cooked meat  and  so  are  not  well  qualified  to  judge  quality  accurately 
either  in  making  purchases  or  in  detecting  the  substitution  of  low- 
grade  beef  when  high-grade  beef  is  called  for  in  their  specifications. 

Success  in  their  business  depends  to  a  great  extent  upon  pleasing 
patrons.  The  quality  of  the  meat  served  in  dining  rooms  is  of  great 
importance,  for  to  many  the  degree  of  satisfaction  derived  from  the 
meat  determines  the  status  of  the  dining  room.  It  is  also  essential 
that  a  relatively  high  degree  of  uniformity  be  maintained.  The  op- 
erator can  decide  on  the  class  and  grade  of  beef  he  wishes  to  serve, 
and  by  buying  meat  stamped  by  Government  graders  he  can  be  sure 
of  securing  it.  Government  grading  and  stamping  therefore  lessens 
the  need  for  personal  selection  of  meats  on  the  part  of  the  manage- 
ment or  employees  and  saves  both  time  and  expense.  This  service 
has  been  a  material  factor  in  building  up  the  business  of  many  hotels 
and  restaurants. 

To  Public  Institutions 

Purchasing  agents  for  State,  city,  and  county  institutions  find  in 
Government  meat  grading  an  aid  in  establishing  and  maintaining 
dietary  standards  since  purchases  may  be  made  according  to  class 
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and  grade  terms.  Definite  specifications  based  on  Government  stand- 
ards may  be  prepared,  and  the  contract  may  require  that  the  meats 
shall  be  identified  by  the  Government  as  conforming  to  adopted  speci- 
fications. The  many  purchasing  agents  for  public  institutions  who 
are  employing  the  service  report  making  use  of  it  results  in  greater 
economy  and  convenience. 

To  Housekeepers 

The    Government's   beef   grading   and   stamping   service   benefits 


housekeepers  because  if  they  buy  stamped 
expect  a  degree  of  satisfaction  consistent 
with  the  grade  of  beef  they  buy.  Beef 
possesses  an  unusually  wide  range  of  qual- 
ity, but  to  many  persons  all  beef  looks 
much  the  same.  In  the  absence  of  any 
definite  means  of  identifying  the  class  and 
grade,  beef  for  the  most  part  is  bought  for 
the  table  on  hope  or  guess  rather  than 
with  any  degree"  of  certainty.  Too  often 
dissatisfaction  results.  Beef  that  looks 
good  to  the  untrained  buyer  may  prove  to 
be  tough  and  otherwise  unsatisfactory. 

The  Government's  grade  stamp  on  beef  is 
an  assurance  of  quality.  An  understanding 
of  the  significance  of  each  grade  term  and 
its  relation  to*  the  grades  above  or  below  it 
in  any  class,  should  enable  anyone  to  select 
stamped  beef  independent  of  any  advice 
or  suggestion. 

If  consumers  are  located  in  a  community 
that  is  not  now  handling  Government- 
stamped  beef  they  can  ask  their  dealers 
how  such  beef  can  be  obtained.  The  retailer 
can  supply  his  customers  by  ordering  Gov- 
ernment graded  and  stamped  beef  from  his 
wholesaler  and  can  sell  it  at  a  price  no 
higher  than  that  of  similar  quality  un- 
graded beef.  Eventually  it  is  hoped  that 
federally  stamped  beef  will  be  available  to 
all  who  want  it. 


beef    (fig.  2)   they  can 


Figure  2. — Government  graded 
and  stamped  club  steak. 


The  Classes  and  Grades 

The  official  classes  of  beef  in  order  of  excellence  are  Steer  and 
Heifer,  Cow,  Stag,  and  Bull  beef.  The  official  grades  in  order  of 
excellence  are  Prime,  Choice,  Good,  Medium,  Plain  (formerly  Com- 
mon), Cutter,  and  Low  Cutter.  These  grades  taken  together  rep- 
resent all  beef  that  is  sound  and  wholesome.  The  stamp  on  the  beef 
eliminates  the  possibility  of  substitution ;  it  shows  both  the  class  or 
kind  and  the  grade  of  the  beef.  As  the  quality  represented  by  a 
given  grade  is  uniform  the  country  over,  from  season  to  season,  con- 
sumers everywhere,  who  buv  beef  that  is  stamped  by  Government 
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graders,  are  assured  of  uniform  quality  and  of  the  grade  they  ask 
for. 

The  Governments  grade  stamp  on  beef  is  Uncle  Sam's  official 
certification  of  quality  to  consumers. 

Qualifications  of  Graders 

Before  being  appointed  to  the  service  each  Government-  grader 
must  have  had  at  least  6  years  of  responsible  practical  experience  in 
beef  grading,  beef  buying,  or  beef  selling  in  commercial  life,  and  he 
must  be  well  recommended  as  to  character  and  otherwise  qualified. 
Every  precaution  is  taken  to  secure  competent  men  of  high  integrity. 
After  being  appointed  the  graders  are  carefully  trained  in  the  ap- 
plication of  the  official  standards  for  grade.  Moreover,  the  work 
of  each  grader  in  the  service  is  carefully  supervised  at  frequent 
periods  to  prevent  possible  deviations  in  his  interpretation  of  the 
official  standards.  As  a  consequence  a  high  degree  of  uniformity  in 
the  service  is  maintained  at  all  markets. 

Government  graders  are  required  to  grade  according  to  fixed  official 
standards  based  on  fundamental  characteristics  that  are  inherent  in 
the  carcass  and  are  not  influenced  by  season,  geographical  location, 
or  any  other  factor  that  is  lacking  in  stability.  The  grade  of  a 
given  carcass  is  determined  by  the  degree  of  conformation,  finish, 
and  quality  that  it  possesses.  These  factors  do  not  vary  as  between 
cities,  between  sections  of  the  country,  or  between  seasons.  What 
is  Choice  grade  today  in  one  city  will  be  Choice  grade  tomorrow 
and  every  day  all  over  the  country. 

How  the  Service  Came  About 

Commercial  beef  grading  in  some  form  began  at  the  time  slaughter- 
ing was  inaugurated  at  central  points  that  were  located  near  sources 
of  production  remote  from  centers  of  consumption.  With  the 
growth  and  expansion  of  the  country  and  the  separation  of  pro- 
duction and  consumption  areas  the  need  for  more  exact  grading 
or  sorting  began  to  develop. 

The  need  for  some  system  of  beef  grading  became  acute  with  the 
introduction  of  western  dressed  beef  in  the  large  consuming  markets 
of  the  East.  Coming  from  range,  feed  lot,  and  prairie,  the  beef 
varied  greatly  in  quality,  and  often  the  term  "beef"  did  not  have 
the  significance  that  had  commonly  been  attached  to  it  in  most 
markets.  The  coming  of  the  refrigerator  car  into  general  use  about 
1880,  improvements  in  transportation  facilities,  and  competition  in 
the  sale  of  western  dressed  beef  all  accentuated  the  need  for  uniform 
grade  descriptions  or  specifications. 

Slaughterers  located  in  the  Middle  West,  not  far  from  the  great 
producing  areas,  were  dependent  in  large  measure  on  consumers  in 
the  cities  along  the  Atlantic  seaboard  for  a  regular  market. 

There  was  a  pressing  need  for  definite  standards  for  grades  of 
beef.  Scarcely  any  two  packers  graded  meats  exactly  alike  except 
in  the  case  of  pork  cuts.  For  example,  one  packer  might  ship  as 
'*good  to  choice"  beef  what  another  packer  called  "medium  natives", 
and  a  third  called  "good  westerns."  Little  attention  was  given  to 
grading  the  carcasses  on  the  basis  of  uniform  quality.     Frequent 
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misunderstanding  between  buyers  and  sellers  regarding  both  quality 
and  price  resulted  from  this  confusion. 

Later,  as  some  attempt  was  made  to  separate  the  "native"  group 
into  smaller  groups  the  terms  ''choice  natives",  "good  natives",  and 
'•medium  natives"  came  into  use.  So-called  "westerns"  were  sub- 
divided into  "choice",  "good",  "medium",  and  "common"  westerns. 
The  multiplicity  of  groups  or  classes  with  a  corresponding  multi- 
plicity of  grades  within  each  group  brought  further  confusion, 
especially  as  the  terms  were  not  definitely  described  or  universally 
applied.  Moreover  the  beef-slaughtering  industry  in  general  was 
inclined  to  change  grade  designations  according  to  the  season  and 
the  predominant  quality  of  the  beef  available.  Eventually,  how- 
ever, dealers  realized  that  shifting  standards  tended  to  complicate 
rather  than  help  solve  marketing  problems. 

Since  about  1916,  the  United  States  Department  of  Agriculture, 
through  the  Bureau  of  Agricultural  Economics  in  cooperation  with 
other  agencies,  has  been  working  on  practical  standards  for  grades 
of  beef  and  other  classes  of  meats  in  connection  with  its  standardi- 
zation program  for  livestock  and  other  farm  products.  These  stand- 
ards were  later  made  official  for  the  country  and  are  now  being  used 
generally  by  the  livestock  and  meat  industries.  These  standards 
were  first  applied  to  meat  grading  in  New  York  in  1924,  principally 
in  checking  on  contract  deliveries — but  also  in  the  making  of  such 
contracts — in  advance  of  delivery. 

The  Better  Beef  Association  was  created  in  1926.  It  was  com- 
posed largely  of  livestock  producers  but  included  affiliated  interests. 
Its  purpose  was  to  create  a  market  for  beef  with  prices  for  the 
various  qualities  that  would  take  cognizance  of  improvements  re- 
sulting from  the  efforts  of  progressive  breeders  and  feeders  of 
cattle.  The  association,  in  cooperation  with  the  meat-packing  indus- 
try, succeeded  in  setting  the  forces  in  motion  that  resulted  in  an  ex- 
perimental demonstration  of  grading  and  stamping  of  beef.  The 
association  then  selected  the  National  Live  Stock  and  Meat  Board 
to  popularize  and  promote  the  program  and  requested  the  United 
States  Department  of  Agriculture  to  conduct  the  experimental  dem- 
onstration, using  the  United  States  official  class  and  grade  stand- 
ards. During  an  experimental  year  only  a  few  classes  and  grades 
of  beef  were  stamped.  The  service  was  free,  the  cost  of  grading  being 
paid  by  the  Bureau  of  Agricultural  Economics. 

In  1928,  grading  and  stamping  was  established  as  a  regular  serv- 
ice on  a  fee  basis  under  the  provisions  of  the  Food  Products  In- 
spection Act.  Permanent  grading  offices  are  now  located  at  Balti- 
more, Boston.  Buffalo,  Chicago,  Cleveland,  Columbus.  Detroit,  Kan- 
sas City,  Los  Angeles,  New  York,  Oklahoma  City,  Omaha,  Phila- 
delphia, Phoenix,  San  Francisco.  Seattle.  St.  Louis,  Sioux  City.  St. 
Paul,  Washington,  D.  C,  Wheeling,  and  Wichita.  Wholesale  centers, 
including  Brooklyn,  Cincinnati,  Elizabeth,  Erie,  Pa..  Jersey  City, 
Newark,  Minneapolis,  San  Diego,  St.  Joseph,  and  Topeka,  are 
serviced  regularly  from  permanent  grading  offices. 

Many  requests  have  been  received  from  the  slaughtering  plants  and 
from  wholesale  and  retail  meat  centers  for  further  extension  of  the 
service. 
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